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SUBJECT: HEALTH EFFECTS OF MARLJUANA

As the public debate continues to unfold over policies surrounding the legal use of marijuana (cannabis),
this and related issues will likely continue to come to your attention. As one of the primary concerns about
marijuana use is the health effects, I want to provide you a brief analysis of those impacts.

While scientific evidence of the health benefits of marijuana based on well-designed clinical studies is
quite limited, the overall effects of marijuana are well known. Smoked cannabis causes immediate effects
on the cardiovascular system including an increase in the heart rate and the possibility that blood pressure
may decrease when an individual stands. Marijuana intoxication is associated with impairment of short-
term mermory, attention, motor skills, and reaction time, as well as an impaired ability to organize and
integrate complex information. Smoked marijuana can cause relaxation and enhance mood, but these
effects are dependent on the setting. Some individuals experience acute anxiety or panic reactions,
confusion, mood disorders, paranoia, and psychotic symptoms (e.g., delusions, hallucinations). Additional
side effects are listed below in the section on the medical uses of marijuana.

Marijuana contains over 400 chemicals whose levels vary widely from batch-to-batch. Some substances
absorbed into the human body as a result of smoking marijuana (called "cannabinoids") are closely related
to substances produced normally in the human body (called "endocannabinoids™). The normal brain and
many other organs use endocannabinoids to regulate many functions, including appetite, pain sensation,
mood, and memory. The pharmacologic doses of canabinoids achieved through smoking marijuana
produce the marked psychoactive effects described above. In addition, smoking marijuana creates
additional potentially harmful, combustion products. From a medical standpoint, the lack of a full
understanding of the health effects of all of the components in marijuana smoke as well as the high
variability of the doses achieved make the clinical effects difficult to assess and predict.*

In general, the health effects of marijuana may be considered in two broad categories: medical use and
recreational use.

*FDA-approved cannabinoids in the form of prescription medications are available, but not the subject of this document.
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Medical Uses of Marijuana

While marijuana has been used for many reasons, only limited information from high quality medical
studies is available. A recent systematic review from the American Medical Association found that
smoking marijuana may be effective in treating a small number of conditions including:

s Neuropathic pain (nerve pain)

o Severe weight loss (improves appetite and caloric intake)

e  Spasticity, pain, and sleep problems in patients with multiple sclerosis
¢ Nausea and vomiting from chemotherapy

¢ IHigh internal eye pressure in adults with glaucoma

In clinical use, the side effects typically attributable to marijuana (e.g., anxiety, sedation, confusion,
dizziness, fatigue, tachycardia, and dry mouth) are generally tolerable and do not limit the amount of
marijuana that can be consumed.

The Institute of Medicine (IOM) of the National Academy of Sciences recommends that long-term use of
marijuana for medical treatment be limited to persons who are terminally ill or those with debilitating
symptoms for whom the long-term risks are not of great concern. The IOM also says that for short-term
use, marijuana should only be used in patients with debilitating symptoms who meet the following criteria:

¢ Documented failure of all approved drugs to provide relief

¢ Expectation that symptoms can be relieved by marijuana

e  Administration under medical supervision with assessment of effectiveness
»  Oversight comparable to a clinical research study

Adverse Health Effects of Marijuana in Recreational Use

Substance Abuse and Dependence

»  Over thirty percent of people aged 18 and over who used marijuana in the past year are classified as
dependent based on national surveys of users.

» Four to nine percent of marijuana users fulfill diagnostic criteria for substance dependence. Although
some users develop dependence, they are considerably less likely to do so than users of alcohol and
nicotine, and withdrawal symptoms are less severe. Addiction rates are higher among those under 18.
The younger the age, the greater the risk. For example, 17% of users at age 13 become addicted.

o The Institute of Medicine concluded that cannabis use is not the cause or even the most serious
predictor of hard drug abuse.

Cognitive Deficits and Mental Health

e Long-term studies found that marijuana use was consistently associated with lower ability to learn and
to remember new information, lower test scores, and lower educational attainment; marijuana use also
increased use of other drugs, but it was not consistently associated with other measures of mental and
psychological harm (e.g., personality factors, antisocial behavior, and social integration).
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* Acute intoxication with marijuana causes marked changes in subjective mental status, brain
functioning, and neuropsychological performance.

e Recent clinical trial was ended prematurely because some subjects developed suicidal ideation,
demonstrating that substances produced by smoking marijuana affect normal body substances that
regulate mood.

s The association of marijuana with psychosis has been somewhat controversial. Recent studies suggest
that there is an increased risk of psychosis associated with marijuana use, but marijuana accounts for
only a small proportion of psychoses.

Respiratory Illness and Cancer

o The composition of tobacco and marijuana smoke is similar. Marijuana smoking is associated with
markers of lung damage and symptoms of chronic bronchitis. While studies have not demonstrated an
increased risk for lung cancer or other cancers affecting the oral cavity and airway, it is premature to
suggest that marijuana does not cause these cancers as the long-term follow-up studies that are needed
to adequately look at these outcomes have not been performed.

Impairments of the Immune System
e Cannabinoids can affect the immune system, but the clinical importance is unclear.
Health Care Utilization

e Nationally, 110,000 people a year who voluntarily participate at treatment facilities report martjuana as
their primary substance of abuse.

» InLos Angeles County, one-in-three persons admitted for treatment at facilities under contract with
Substance Abuse Prevention and Control reported marijuana as either a primary or secondary drug of
choice.

e In 2008, marijuana was involved in 375,000 emergency room visits nationwide.

Please let me know if you have any questions concerning this information.

JEF:st
PH:10005:04

Attachments

c: Chief Executive Office
County Counsel
Executive Officer, Board of Supervisors

Primary References Describing the Health Effects of Marijuana:
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